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オーラルコミュニケーションの授業での母語の使用： 
日本の中学生の反応 
 
Laurence Craven 
 
Abstract: This survey is concerned with student attitudes towards mother tongue 
usage in English oral communication classes in a Japanese junior and senior high 
school context. The literature has shown that the use of student’s mother tongue has 
been a controversial issue for a long time. Historically, the use of the mother tongue 
was accepted as the norm in language teaching methodology until the end of the 19th 
century. In the 20th century, the usage of the mother tongue was generally seen as 
detrimental due to the influence of new theories of second language acquisition, 
teaching methodologies and various political and economic factors which favored an 
English-only approach to teaching. Recently, however, the role of the mother tongue 
has begun to be accepted and recognized as a learning resource. The empirical 
research in this survey investigates Japanese students’ attitudes toward mother tongue 
usage in the classroom. The empirical data was obtained by means of questionnaire 
and focus group interviews. The findings suggest that there is justification for the 
usage of the mother tongue in English oral communication classrooms in Japan. The 
results demonstrate that the high and low level proficiency students have different 
attitudes toward mother tongue usage.  
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要約：本論は日本の中学、高校における英語のオーラル・コミュニケーションの授業
で、母語を使った場合の生徒の態度を論じる。外国語学習において学習者の母語を使
うことは、長年にわたって論議の的とされてきたことである。１９世紀の末までは、
外国語教育において母語を使用することは標準的な指導法とされてきた。２０世紀に
なると、英語のみを使う指導法を支持する第２外国語習得に関する理論や教育法、さ
まざまな政治的、経済的要素の影響を受け、母語の使用は有害であるとされるように
なった。しかし、最近では、母語の役割が学習の手助けの一つとして受容され、再認
識されている。本論では、英語の授業における日本の生徒の母語の使用に対する反応
を調査した。実験データは生徒のアンケートと個人面接から得た。実験結果は、日本
でのオーラル・コミュニケーションの授業では母語を使うことが有効であることを示
している。また、英語の学力によって母語の使用に対する態度が違うことも明確に示
している。 
 
キーワード：英語のみ、母語、中学校、オーラル・コミュニケーション、第１言
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Introduction 
 
A major point of debate for TEFL teachers is deciding the correct balance 
between using English and the students’ mother tongue in the classroom. The second 
language acquisition theory literature clearly states that the mother tongue influences 
the acquisition of a second language in respect of transfer and interference (Lightbown 
& Spada, 2006). Baron (1990) explains that historical accounts of language education 
show monolingual approaches to the teaching of English were not always the norm and 
how the Americanization movement, partly brought on by World War I and xenophobia, 
led to what he calls an English–only approach to ESL instruction.  
Opinions regarding mother tongue usage in ESL classrooms are divided. Those 
who support the English-only approach put forward the benefits of using the mother 
tongue in the classroom. Others who do not support the English-only approach put 
forward other convincing arguments as to why the mother tongue should not be used 
(Baron, 1990). In certain cases students come from various countries with a variety of 
mother tongues. Employing their mother tongue in the language classroom is difficult. 
The use of the students’ mother tongue becomes a far more practical issue when dealing 
with linguistically homogenous classrooms such as those found in Japan.  
The research question the study will examine is as follows.  
What are junior high school student’s attitudes to Japanese language usage in English 
Oral Communication classes, and what implications does this have for the role of the L1 
in language teaching in this context? 
This will be broken down into three other questions.  
1. Do students in English Oral Communication classes want the teacher to use 
Japanese in class? 
2. Do students in English Oral Communication classes want their teacher to 
understand Japanese? 
3. Do students with different proficiency levels have different attitudes towards 
the use of Japanese in class? 
 
Current Opinions About L1 Use 
 
 To carry out the survey in the appropriate context, an examination of English 
language education in Japan and the use of the first language (L1) in the second 
language (L2) classroom will be necessary. First, a brief critical review of debates 
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concerning the issue of L1 use in the L2 classroom will be presented. Second, 
arguments for and against the English-only policy will be explored. Third, research on 
the use of Japanese in the English language classroom will be examined. 
When focusing on the issue of student attitudes towards Japanese use in the Oral 
Communication classroom, exploring the history of L1 use in the L2 classroom will 
help provide a context in which to situate this study. Looking at the issue from a 
historical point reveals changes in how L1 use in the L2 classroom has been viewed. 
Baron (1990) explains that historical accounts of language education show monolingual 
approaches to the teaching of English have not always been the norm. Using the mother 
tongue to study a second language was largely accepted, as language teaching in those 
days would emphasize writing and grammar over speaking. Traditionally, the 
Grammar-Translation Method, which focused on structure and on the rules of a 
language, was the most widespread method in foreign language teaching (Auerbach, 
1993). Though this method has been superseded, it still has a place today in the teaching 
of English in Japan in junior high schools. Using this method the class is conducted in 
the students’ L1 and there is little time given to real communicative use of the target 
language. 
In the past several years, support for the English only policy has been declining. 
Some researchers as well as teachers have begun to follow a more bilingual approach 
which incorporates the students’ L1. Although present research leads us to believe a 
change is taking place, von Dietze, von Dietze & Joyce (2007) find that in most cases 
the English-only approach is seemingly maintained. They note the following reasons for 
its continuance: most teaching methods omit reference to L1 use, schools and 
universities are rooted in an English-only culture and the textbook producers maintain 
mainstream content for an international audience (von Dietze, von Dietze & Joyce,  
2007). 
 
Previous Research and Research in a Japanese Context 
 
There have been previous studies of L1 use in EFL classrooms. 
Schweers’(1999) study found that 88.7% of Spanish students studying English preferred 
L1 use in the class as it facilitated learning and also showed that students also wanted 
up to 39% of class time to be spent in the L1. He concluded that the pedagogical and 
affective learning benefits of L1 use, justify its limited and judicious use in the second 
language classroom (Schweers, 1999). Tang (2002) used classroom observation, 
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interviews and questionnaires in a university setting to ascertain twenty teachers’ 
attitudes to L1 use in the classroom. She found that the L1 played a supportive and 
facilitative role and can help in learning and teaching (Tang, 2002.).   
This topic is relatively easy to research in a Japanese context as Japanese 
students share the same mother tongue and English is a compulsory subject at school. 
The following studies looked at the issue of Japanese (L1) use in the English language 
classroom. Shimizu notes that the monolingual policy has received wide support in 
Japan, especially in the conversational English classroom utilizing the Communicative 
Approach (2006). Murphey and Sasaki look at the amount of English used by Japanese 
teachers of English and suggest ways for Japanese teachers to increase their English use 
in class (1998). Other studies of the use of the mother tongue in ESL classes in a 
Japanese context include Burden (2000). He undertook research after feeling remote 
from his students as individuals by only interacting in English. The subjects were 
university students and a questionnaire was used. The results of the questionnaire led 
him to conclude that ‘students want the teacher to use the target language exclusively 
when it is being used in communication, but expect the teacher to have a knowledge of, 
and an ability to use the mother tongue when it is appropriate to explain the usage of 
English’ (Burden, 2002,p.6) The survey also indicated that students wanted support for 
interactions that were pedagogical and ‘para-pedagogical’ (Lin, 1998,p.88). Izumi 
recommend L1 use in the classroom to facilitate comprehension in the Japanese context. 
Japanese students rarely ask questions if they are unsure and therefore the use of the L1 
is recommended at times (1995).  
Critchley (1999) focuses on the attitudes of Japanese university EFL students 
towards bilingual support in English classes. He finds that 91% of students have a 
preference for some degree of bilingual support and argues that the ‘English only’ 
paradigm may not be entirely appropriate for Japanese contexts (Critchley, 1999). He 
finds that students wanted an average of 20% of teacher talk to be in Japanese 
(Critchley, 1999). Most importantly 68% of all responses coded show that when 
explaining about tests, homework, teaching linguistic terms and explaining classroom 
objectives and aims Japanese language usage is preferred (Critchley, 1999.). Thus 
Barker, drawing on the research of Burden (2003), argues that English teachers in Japan 
should make efforts to learn Japanese for the students’ sake. Shimizu’s survey analysis 
examined the attitudes of teachers and students toward L1 use in the classroom. The 
results showed that 68% of teachers found it necessary to use L1 in the English 
classroom. 66% of English majors and 89% of non-English majors at the university 
5 
 
 
agreed with L1 use (2006). Her survey also asked teachers why they thought L1 use was 
necessary. The most common answer was that it aided students’ comprehension 
(Shimizu, 2006). Nation (2003) notes that in Japan, individuals have very high 
uncertainty avoidance which can result in high affective filters. Nation points out that 
students may find using the L2 can be embarrassing. He notes that allowing L1 use 
could aid shy students who would otherwise not speak.  
As of yet there do not appear to be any studies in a junior school setting in Japan 
and furthermore no research has attempted to check preferences for L1 use with regards 
to proficiency levels. The research done at university and college classes may not be 
relevant to the junior high school context in the fact that university students are more 
mature and are studying English for different reasons. Given the lack of research in 
these areas in a Japanese school setting, it was decided to undertake a study. 
 
Research Methodology 
 
The research used a mixed methods approach in gathering, analyzing and interpreting 
the data. The survey used a questionnaire to gather quantitative data and elicit student 
attitudes on mother tongue usage in class. At the start of the school year, the students 
had been grouped into three English proficiency levels by the Japanese teachers of 
English. Neither the results of the test nor the test itself were available to the researcher. 
Oral communication classes were thus divided into three classes ranging from low to 
high levels of English proficiency. The subjects comprised of thirty in each proficiency 
group, ninety participants in total. All of the participants study Oral Communication 
with native English speaking teachers in private co-educational school in Ibaraki 
prefecture in Japan. The students’ ages range from twelve to fifteen, they are Japanese 
and share the same mother tongue. The survey included a total of five questions. Their 
responses were used to analyze the students’ attitudes towards the use of Japanese in 
English Oral Communication classes. Working with teenagers who may be unmotivated 
towards writing in general, a closed format was chosen to generate a lower rate of non-
response. The questionnaire was handed out in class time with five minutes allocated 
for an anonymous completion.  
 
Findings, Analysis and Implications 
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 This chapter will report on the findings derived from the data analysis described 
in the research methodology. The main findings relating to the research questions will 
be focused on. The findings reported will be considered in light of the literature 
presented in the literature analysis. The results of the questionnaire and the focus group 
interviews will be discussed. The implications of the results for English teaching in 
junior high schools in a Japanese context will be presented.  
 The questionnaires’ findings will be shown using tables with a breakdown of 
proficiency levels and student preferences. These findings will be analysed in detail 
question by question.  
 
Question 1: Should the teacher speak Japanese in class?  
Proficiency level In favour Not in favour 
High 6% 94% 
Mid 59% 41% 
Low 51% 49% 
 
Question 2: Should the teacher know and understand Japanese? 
Proficiency level In favour Not in favour 
High 70% 30% 
Mid 52% 48% 
Low 94% 6% 
 
Answering the research questions 
 
The research questions will now be revisited and answered in light of the findings. 
What are junior and senior high school student attitudes to Japanese language usage in 
English Oral Communication classes, and what implications does this have for the role 
of the L1 in language teaching? 
The findings of this research project clearly show that in some cases there is a role for 
the L1 in language teaching. 
1.  Do students in English Oral Communication classes want the teacher to 
use Japanese in class? 
The findings indicate that a low and mid English proficiency levels the majority 
of students want the teacher to use Japanese, while at high English proficiency 
levels the majority of students do not want the teacher to use Japanese. 
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2. Do students in English Oral Communication classes want their teacher to 
understand Japanese? 
The findings indicate that at all proficiency levels the majority of students want 
their teacher to understand Japanese. 
3. Do students with different proficiency levels have different attitudes towards 
the use of Japanese in class? 
In light of the findings it is clear that they do.  
Although low and mid level students want mother tongue support, there are 
some complications with using the mother tongue. Cummins & Swain (1986) explain 
that a teacher who uses and switches between the target language and the mother tongue 
can create student inattention. A problem regarding the implementation of 
recommendations from this survey is concerning the use of Japanese in oral 
communication classroom. Critchely (1999) notes that the subject of teaching through 
the L1 is often ignored in teacher training programs. Teachers who have not had formal 
training on when and how to use Japanese in class may therefore find it difficult to 
implement. There is a need for teachers wishing to use the L1 to reflect on how and 
when to provide the L1 support. The question of finding a correct balance between the 
amount of Japanese and English usage in the oral communication classroom also needs 
to be taken into consideration. Critchely (1999) notes that there are no definitive figures 
to which teachers can find the answer to this question and given the variability of 
learning contexts he argues that there never will be. To find a solution a consultation 
with the students would be useful and could constitute a follow up from this survey. A 
questionnaire, interview or focus group with students would give a great deal of insight 
on this topic. It is often the case that students are wary of approaching the teacher and 
giving recommendations or expressing their preferences. This is especially true in Japan 
where group harmony and the teacher as the ultimate source of knowledge who should 
never be questioned are widely held beliefs. Furthermore it is important that teachers 
who do use Japanese in class are using correct Japanese. This aspect would be crucial 
when giving spot translations and explanations of the grammar.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This survey attempted to find out through a questionnaire, Japanese students’ 
attitudes toward mother tongue usage in the oral communication classroom in a junior 
high school context. It was found through the overview of the literature and empirical 
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research on the participants that the use of the L1 seems to be justified especially at low 
and mid proficiency levels and is often wanted by students. At high levels of English 
proficiency L1 support was generally not required by students, however students 
expected their teacher to be able to understand their mother tongue. At low and mid 
proficiency levels it showed that Japanese support definitely aids student 
comprehension. It also provides teachers with a means to explain certain aspects of 
language teaching more efficiently and effectively. From the findings, it appears that the 
students want the teacher to use English not only for authentic communication, but also 
they expect the teacher to have a knowledge of, and an ability to use Japanese when 
necessary. As low and mid level students wish L1 support to be given, it would be 
beneficial for teachers and learners if TESOL training programs and institutions trained 
teachers how to use the L1 and how to balance the L1 use with English. This does not 
mean that teachers should use the students’ L1 frequently as overuse of the L1 can 
deprive the students of opportunities to be exposed to English. It would also be 
appropriate if teachers had an ability to speak and understand the students’ mother 
tongue as through the language comes an understanding of the students and their 
cultural background. Regarding teachers and institutions currently using an English-
only approach to oral communication classes, the results of this survey indicate that 
English-only may not be totally appropriate for Japanese contexts. A more holistic 
approach is needed that values the students, their language and culture. 
In order to attain more convincing findings, there are several areas that need 
improvement. Increasing the sample population and conducting more individual 
interviews could yield richer data.  
The results and implications of this survey should provide teachers with a 
pedagogical basis to enable them to understand and make use of the role of the mother 
tongue in the oral communication classroom. This may help them to make decisions on 
their own use of the student’s mother tongue. As a results of this research, consideration 
has been given to the school in the study’s English only policy in oral communication 
classes. Early indications are that changes will be made in the following academic year.  
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